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Abstract 
Using the character of Sherlock Holmes in the recent BBC’s Sherlock (2010–
present), this article explores the challenges posed to masculine identity through ascetic 
behaviour. Asceticism is usually associated with abstinence from food and sexual behaviours 
for religious purposes, but is used on this occasion to describe a person who has little interest 
in sexual relationships of any kind. A preoccupation with working life, in this instance, 
detection, replaces the desire for sexual relationships. Sexual behaviours contribute greatly to 
masculine, heteronormative identity (Connell 1992) and men are often depicted on television 
engaging in sexual relationships, or desiring to do so. In Sherlock, Holmes’s lack of interest 
in sex, despite many opportunities, is of interest as it fails to detract from his strong 
masculine identity. This article explores Holmes’s homosocial relationship with John 
Watson, and suggests that an uneven sexual binary occurs when one character is resolutely 
straight and the other appears as pansexual. Holmes’s masculinity is further ratified through 
his clothing, drug use, demonstrations of hyper-intellect and narcissism. While sex might be 
largely absent from this particular portrayal, masculinity is accounted for in these behaviours, 
which proposes that masculinity need not be predicted in overtly sexual behaviours and that 
asceticism is a viable form of sexual identity.   
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The BBC version of Sherlock (201-present) has been broadcast  in 200 countries around the 
world (Batty 2015), and theepisode, ‘The Abominable Bride’, which aired in the United 
Kingdom and the United States simultaneously between 30 December 2015 and 1 January 
2016, was the most viewed programme on all channels in the United Kingdom, with an 
audience of 11.6 million (BBC 2016)1. Such is the popularity of Sherlock that it has 
influenced clothing collections:  ‘Sherlock-chic’ (Petrides 2010; Bignell and Shields 2010), 
increased sales in copies of the books by Arthur Conan Doyle by 53 per cent (Radio Times 
2012), and has propelled Benedict Cumberbatch, the formerly moderately successful British 
stage and screen actor, into a highly successful Hollywood star  with legions of fervent fans, 
some of whom are collectively known by the moniker, ‘Cumberbitches’. The global success 
of this iteration of Sherlock Holmes, and the fervent fandom that it produces, may partly be a 
consequence of the on-screen chemistry between Cumberbatch as Holmes, and Martin 
Freeman, who plays  John Watson. Just a cursory trawl on the Internet produces almost four 
million hits dedicated to fan fiction of Sherlock, much of which is highly sexual and contains 
evidence of what fan fiction authors refer to as ‘slash’: ‘a category of fic defined by same-sex 
romantic pairings, slash is considerably less represented in fan fiction about the Victorian 
Sherlock Holmes than it is in fan fiction about Sherlock’ (Polasek 2012: 52).  
Arthur Conan Doyle originally created Sherlock Holmes as an ascetic: a man 
dedicated to the art of deduction, disinterested in economic success, consumerism and sexual 
behaviour, moreover, despite the aura of sex emanating from and around Sherlock, Benedict 
Cumberbatch plays up the ascetic values.,|While the  technology has been updated, the  
                                                          
1 However, the last episode of Season Four  to be broadcast on 15th Jan 2017, ‘The Final Problem’ garnered 
viewing figures of 5.9 million, the lowest viewing figures ever for Sherlock (Shephard, 2017).  
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masculinity still reflects that of the nineteenth century, with all the complications of a time 
when masculinity was being threatened by shifts from production to consumption (Veblen 
2000) and the corrupting influence of feminism (Watson et. al. 2005). 
 
 Sherlock Holmes demonstrates a complex, paradoxical masculinity; enigmatic and 
masterful, clearly demonstrating elements of ‘muscular Christianity’ (Watson et. al. 2005), 
while simultaneously embracing the exigencies of drug addiction and consummate celibacy. 
Doyle equated the science of deduction with masculinity (Kestner, 1996). 
[…] the construction of masculinity in these putatively ‘realist’ texts was an 
element of their appeal to the predominately male readers of the Strand 
Magazine is indisputable. Striking evidence that Holmes and Watson in their 
moral character and their rhetoric represented masculine gender role models can 
be found in Robert Baden Powell’s influential Scouting for Boys, first published 
in 190.(Kestner 1996: 76)  
 
However, underlying the inferences of Sherlock Holmes’s physical and mental agility is 
Bragg’s (2009) analysis of Doyle’s novels, which refer to the sexual nature of Holmes, absent 
from Kestner’s (1996) analysis.  
 
Doyle – champion of traditional masculine value, author of chivalric historical 
romances and athletic tales, sportsman, adventurer, and a writer ever aware of his 
predominantly male readership - found Holmes’s troublesome and contradictory 
masculinity wearisome to maintain. Sherlock Holmes had not been conceived as 
a masculine role model or hero, but as a marginal, sexually-problematic figure 
[…] Despite Doyle’s best efforts, he would never be so uncomplicated a 
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proponent of manliness and normality as the soldiers, explorers, and athletes that 
people Doyle’s other fiction.(2009: -4) 
 
It is Holmes as a sexually problematic figure present in Sherlock that is the subject of this 
article. Through an exploration of all three of the Sherlock series, the challenges posed to 
masculine identity through asceticism will be explored, and I make a case for asceticism as a 
valid form of sexual identity, which sits in opposition to gendered readings of the 
programme. Asceticism is here defined as having little or no interest in sexual relationships 
of any kind; and a high commitment and drive to working life replaces the desire for such 
relationships.  
The past twenty years has produced  tangible shift in the depiction  of heterosexual male 
identities and sexual relationshi on British and US television. Masculinity has often been 
portrayed in a fixed manner on television, reflecting hegemonic values of economic strength 
and obvious sexual behaviours: abstaining from sex appears to diminish a sense of 
masculinity (Connell 1992).  Yet, in Sherlock, Sherlock Holmes maintains a ‘traditional’ and 
strong sense of masculine identity through his homosocial partnership with  John Watson, 
through a performance of hyper-intellect and expertise in detection, his lack of interest in 
consumerism through clothing, and his narcissism and drug use.  
I argue that portrayal of successful masculine identity need not be predicated upon 
sexual prowess. The character of Sherlock Holmes has always been sexually ambiguous, as 
Doyle wrote him as such (Bragg 2009), but in an era when representations of masculine 
identity are becoming more fluid, television appears to provide greater opportunities for a 
more nuanced sense of male identity, to which Sherlock contributes. 
Another aspect of the global success of the BBC version of Sherlock might 
be found  in its Englishness. The opening titles depict Big Ben and the Houses of 
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Parliament, the London Eye, Technicolor Piccadilly, and 30 St. Mary Axe (‘The Gherkin’), 
many of which are tourist destinations, and will be familiar across the world, but which here 
appear as hazy, washed-out and other worldly. This blurring appears to reinforce the 
ambiguous nature of Holmes’s identity, both in relation to his sexuality and his claim to the 
self-appointed role of ‘Consulting Detective’,  outside of the traditional police force. 
Moreover, the title, Sherlock, suggests a more intimate portrayal of the man 
himself rather than a more general police detective drama. The opening scenes also 
indicate to the audience that the story is still  set in London, and that this interpretation 
of Holmes references the ‘canonical’ version of Sherlock Holmes (Faye 2012) envisioned by 
Doyle, and here, London seems like a ‘child’s toy’ (Coppa 2012: 211); a playground for 
Holmes to perform his detection in. London is very present in the black cabs, the red phone 
boxes, and the rooftops of St Paul’s Cathedral. Part of the appeal of Sherlock is his English 
cultural identity, and Holmes’s asceticism might therefore be comprehensible to some degree 
as part of a cultural effect, in the, ‘no sex please, we’re British’ sense.  
Asceticism is an elected way of living practised as a system of denial. Examples of 
such systems evident in contemporary western society tend to be about rejecting certain food 
groups and extreme exercise (Twigg 2011), rather than in active celibacy. Asceticism has 
clear historical roots, emerging from Sparta where self-denial was part of a powerful regimen 
of disciplining and building up the body (Peeters et. al. 2011). Asceticism implies actively 
relinquishing sexuality for a higher purpose and is a rational choice to disengage from the 
complexities of a sexual life, or is an absolute distancing from greater passions that, in this 
instance, could threaten the high levels of expertise that Sherlock Holmes embodies. Yet in 
contemporary western society, sexual asceticism is rare and is more commonly associated 
with religiosity.  
Television audiences are comfortable with and have learned to equate masculinity 
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with sex; in recent representations of heterosexual masculinity on television, for example, 
Game of Thrones (2011and Poldark (2015-, dynamic and frequently graphic sexual 
relationships amplifies the masculinity of the male characters; transcending age, and social 
class, and reinforces the relationship between male identity and sexual behaviours. Audiences 
are not surprised to see men engaging in sexual activity on television, and even men who do 
not engage in sexual behaviours, still appear to desire them. This might be implicit through 
marriage, partnership or depicted as a spontaneous decision based on mutual  agreement 
between two people, whether straight or gay (Raymond 2003). Overt sexual relationships are 
commonly portrayed in a candid and liberal manner on television, and men are represented as 
enjoying uninhibited sexual liaisons and guaranteed sexual fulfilment.  
Arguably, television has become so permeated with sex, that programmes which 
once contained characters in platonic relationships now position them as sexual. For 
example, in the original Doctor Who (1963-1989) of the 1960’s the story is of a Gallifreyan 
Time Lord who travels the universe seeking adventures with a companion, who is sometimes 
female and always platonic. Yet, the post 2005 incarnations of Doctor Who (200—present, 
contain love, desire, partnership and sometimes the promise of sex between the Doctor, his 
companions, and other characters (Wadewitz and Hilsen 2014). Desire for sexual 
relationships is also a common narrative theme running throughout television, but what is 
seldom, if ever, represented is no sex at all as a personal choice. Moreover, more nuanced 
relationships, such as platonic ones between men and women also seem to be given less 
prominence than those which contain sexual relationships. Yet, this is starting to change, for 
example, Johnny Lee Miller (a contemporary of Benedict Cumberbatch) plays a modern, 
boyish version of Sherlock Holmes in the popular CBS Elementary (2012—present) who is 
extremely sexually promiscuous with a range of female characters, with whom he explores 
sex in a clinically interested manner, yet, he refrains from such dalliances with his enigmatic 
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female, Watson (Lucy Lui), and they remain platonic workmates throughout the series. Yet, 
Deresiewicz (2012) suggests that the reason that platonic relationships appear infrequently on 
television, is that friendships lack a common narrative, and that sex is omitted.  
 
Friendship isn’t courtship. It doesn’t have a beginning, a middle and an end. 
Stories about friendships of any kind are relatively rare, especially given what a 
huge place the relationships have in our lives. And of course, they’re not sexy. 
Put a man and a woman together in a movie or a novel, and we expect the 
sparks to fly. (Deresiewicz 2012: 2) 
 
Contra Deresiewicz (2012), arguably, television is the prime site for depicting a more 
complex and nuanced sense of sexual identities among men and women, as narratives can 
build over a series, and there is time in the storyline to explore a more multifaceted and 
profound array of identities within characters. Raymond refers to the much overdue portrayal 
of ‘gay and lesbian (if not bisexual and transgender) characters’ (2003: 99), who are now 
portrayed as being comfortable with their sexual identity. This is evidenced in Channel 4’s 
Cucumber (2015—2015) for example, a sitcom about older gay couples, where Henry’s 
(Vincent Franklin) mid-life crisis is the focus of the narrative; yet it is highly unusual to find 
television where individuals live happily celibate lives through choice.  
Furthermore, noticeably lacking from television are representations of asexuality, 
which has been defined as a growing trend and a ‘viable sexual and social identity’ for some 
(Cerankowski and Milks 2010: 653; Bogeart 2015). Smith (2012) argues that asexuality has 
always existed, and what is new is its wider representation, suggesting that characters like 
Cumberbatch’s Sherlock Holmes remind the public of the complexities of sexual identity, 
and breaking down the barriers of traditional sexual binaries. Nonetheless, Steven Moffatt, 
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one of the main writers of Sherlock, comes down on the side of heterosexuality for Sherlock: 
‘There's no indication in the original stories that he was asexual or gay. He actually says he 
declines the attention of women because he doesn't want the distraction’ (Moffatt in Jeffries 
2012), despite peppering the series with ‘queerbaiting’:  
 
Queerbaiting may be defined as a strategy by which writers and networks 
attempt to gain the attention of queer viewers via hints, jokes, gestures and 
symbolism suggesting a queer relationship between two characters, and then 
emphatically denying and laughing off the possibilit. (Fathallah 2015: 491) 
 
Lacking from representations of male sexuality are mechanical issues, such as impotence and 
sexually transmitted diseases. Viagra might be mentioned in passing, but only in terms of 
sexual success rather than failure (Vares and Braun 2006). This may be because such 
representations risk undermining the ‘traditional’ hegemonic masculinity model for men 
(Connell 1992), by removing the drive towards sexual relationships, identified here as a key 
ingredient which defines hegemonic masculinity. Besides an overtly sexual relationship with 
women, masculine identity is often portrayed through homosocial relationships on television, 
where sex and sexual relations, whether real or desired, are frequently discussed and are often 
acted upon consequently (Sedgewick 1985). Many of the narratives and plot lines on 
television depend on men as thinking, fantasising, or acting out sexual relationships with 
others, and discuss ways in which to ‘get the girl’.  
 




In television police dramas, there is a strong element of male homosociality between 
characters (MacKinnon 2003). Feasey suggests that police and crime dramas are the ‘most 
masculine of all’ (2008: 80), because they often represent good over bad and signify moral 
guidance to the public. The most frequent forms of representation of police and detectives on 
television are of men who develop a partnership with another in the desire to solve crime. 
British (and US) television has a legion of such partnerships, and different forms of 
masculinity are represented in each decade. For example, Regan (John Thaw) and Carter 
(Dennis Waterman) are the hard-nosed, brutal, overtly ‘masculine’ men from The Sweeney 
(1975—78) of the 1970’s. Two decades later, DI Barnaby (John Nettles) represents a shift 
into the 1990s of the ‘new man’ (Beynon 2004), softly patrician, sensitive (MacKinnon 2003) 
and domestically tamed in the more genteel representation of detectives in the bucolic 
Midsomer Murders (1997—present). The relationship between Rash (Ben Tavassoli) and 
Stefan (Mark Strepan) in the short-lived BBC series New Blood (2016—2016) positions them 
as self-consciously bromantic and determinedly heteronormative.  Arguably, it is only in 
James Hathaway (Laurence Fox), the partner of Robbie Lewis (Kevin Whatley) in Lewis 
(2007—present), the popular spin off from Inspector Morse (1987—2000), that we see other 
evidence of a more complex male identity on television; Hathaway is a pansexual figure, 
oscillating between his religious faith and his commitment to detection, celibacy and 
sexuality, and between men and women, and his complex identity stands in contrast to the 
monogamous, straightforwardly masculine, family man of Lewis.  
Yet, what is apparent about all these characters is that their platonic, and profoundly 
masculine homosocial relationships are unquestioned, for the male characters, rarely has their 
relationship been considered a sexual one: audiences understand their partnership to be purely 
professional, and while their private lives may intersect with the storylines on occasion, to 
date, there has been no storyline where one of the male characters falls in love with the other 
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member of the male partnership.2 The relationship between the characters is both homosocial 
and platonic, and, with significant others, resolutely heteronormative: they do not have sexual 
relationships with each other, or with other men. The next section examines the 
representation of Sherlock Holmes in Sherlock and explores the importance of sexuality for 
identity and its relationship with masculinity.  
 
‘Girlfriend? No, not really my area’.  
Ra ther  than  read ing thei r  r e l a t i onship  as  p l a ton ic ,  o r  ‘b roman t i c ’  (Lo tz  
2014)  in the first series of Sherlock, much play is made around Holmes and Watson’s 
latent sexual relationship and apparent ‘openness to a queer reading’ (Coppa 2012: 214; 
Lotz 2014). Throughout the series, the narrative plays with a queering of Holmes, and 
indeed, in Series Three, Holmes is depicted in a fantasy sequence, about to kiss his arch-
enemy, Moriarty (Andrew Scott). Yet this stands in contrast with his position as an ascetic, 
which becomes palpable the more detection he engages with, and the less domesticity that is 
                                                          
2 It has been pointed out to me that there might be an exception to this omission in the 1990’s 
television series Due South (Bloomfield1994-1999) which in its later seasons contained 
strong elements of homoeroticism between the two main male characters, Constable Benton 
Fraser (Paul Gross) and Det. Stanley Kowalski (Callum Keith Rennie). According to online 
sources, (estrella30 2004 ),  the ending of the show was ambiguous enough to suggest that the 







present. Arguably, we don’t perceive a ‘queering’ of Holmes (Coppa 2012), in the sense used 
by fans (Fathallah 2015) or authors (Peele 2007), but more in the sense that Fathallah (2015) 
(quoting Halperin), positions queer as being outside of the ‘norm’; in a society where sex is so 
embedded and synonymous with masculinity, someone who chooses not to engage with sexual 
behaviour is intriguing. What might concern an audience is whether asceticism can be 
maintained, or whether there will be chinks in the armour, partially exposed in Series Two of 
Sherlock by the deliberately bewitching character of Irene Adler (Lara Pulver) and culminating 
in Holmes’s liaison with Janine (Yasmin Akram) in Series Three.  
The audience is introduced to the paradox of Holmes’s sexuality from the outset. In 
‘A Study in Pink’, Watson asks Holmes if he has a girlfriend as a means of getting to know 
him. Discussing whether one is attached, and in a sexual relationship or not is a common way 
of getting to know a person in a platonic sense.  
Dr John Watson: You don't have a girlfriend then?  
Sherlock Holmes: Girlfriend? No, not really my area.  
Dr John Watson: Alright... Do you have a boyfriend? Which is fine, by the way.  
Sherlock Holmes: I know its fine.  
Dr John Watson: So you got a boyfriend?  
Sherlock Holmes: No.  
Dr John Watson: Right. Okay. You're unattached. Like me. Fine. Good. 
 
This highlights the social imperative of normative values of heterosexuality that is highly 
present in public discourse (Richardson 2010), and is, ‘unreflectively heterosexual’ (Connell 
1992: 742). Holmes does not have a girlfriend which leads Watson to surmise that he is gay, 
which highlights the imperative of sexuality for identity; it is assumed that he will be sexually 
interested in either women or men. Being ‘unattached’ rather than monogamously coupled up 
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in a relationship would give them common ground from which to reach a state of mutual 
empathy, and shared identity. Here, asceticism is a form of sexual elision, in Holmes’s case, 
the issue is not that he is disinterested in women, but he’s not interested in sex per se. Lack of 
sexual preference could undermine Holmes’s masculinity and reinforces the imperative 
relationship between sex and identity. Distancing oneself from sexuality, or professing 
indifference to family means that Holmes can transcend the usual bonds that emotion creates, 
and harness that energy towards honing his expertise at detection. His expertise is unsullied 
by the emotional, domestic and sexual spheres.   
This representation of Holmes and Watson portrays a specific type of masculine 
homosocial relationship from which an uneven sexual binary emerges. This binary raises 
some important questions about the relationship between masculinity and sexual behaviours. 
One half of the partnership is resolutely ‘straight’: Watson adheres to the more traditional 
values of heteronormativity, demonstrating cultural ideologies such as monogamous sexual 
relationships, marriage, family, and public sphere life, or a desire for these things, which 
appear restrictive and 'stereotypically' heteronormative. In contrast, the sexual identity of 
Sherlock Holmes is more ambiguous, and unhampered by sexual labelling. He is depicted as 
removed, or of absenting himself from a distinctly identifiable sexual identity and/or, set of 
behaviours. This absence is portrayed through a lack of habitual male discourse around 
interest in women, especially when Watson brings the subject to attention. Conversations 
about women and potential relationships with them are a popular subject amongst men in 
heterosexual, homosocial groups, and contribute to male bonding (Flood 2008). When 
Holmes is confronted by the subject of women as possible sexual partners, he either ignores 
it, or is perplexed by the idea, and women are as unimportant to him as men are, which 
suggests that he makes no distinction between genders. This is clear in his encounters with 
Irene Adler, one of the few people he considers to be on par with him intellectually:  
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To Sherlock Holmes she is always the woman. I have seldom heard him mention her 
under any other name. In his eyes she eclipses and predominates the whole of her sex. 
It was not that he felt any emotion akin to love for Irene Adler. All emotions, and that 
one particularly, were abhorrent to his cold, precise but admirably balanced mind. He 
was, I take it, the most perfect reasoning and observing machine that the world has 
seen, but as a lover he would have placed himself in a false position. He never spoke of 
the softer passions, save with a gibe and a snee. (Doyle 2007: 1) 
Thus begins the story, ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’, the first of Doyle’s short stories to be 
published in Strand Magazine in 1891 and which introduces the importance of Irene 
Adler to Sherlock Holmes, and his position in relation to the emotional world. In 
Sherlock, a version of this story appears as ‘A Scandal in Belgravia’, where there is 
much verbal flirtation and play between Adler and Holmes, but finally, Adler is 
betrayed by her emotions, and Holmes’s deduction outwits her.   
Holmes is able to read some emotional signs that individuals display (Goffman 
1959) yet is ignorant about social skills and emotions.  Watson is therefore a necessary 
sidekick to help ground him, and to provide the more human ‘interactive’ element which is 
missing from his character. Coppa (2012) refers to Holmes as a cyborg in his mechanistic 
detection and lack of interest in emotional concerns and positions him as ‘startlingly alien’ 
in this portrayal of Sherlock Holmes.  
[…] despite all the pseudo-deductive dithering about whether the dead woman 
has scrawled ‘Rache’ or ‘Rachel’ in a ‘A Study in Pink’, Sherlock fails the 
plot’s key test of knowledge: when it is revealed that Rachel was the woman’s 
still-born daughter, Sherlock blithely says to a shocked room: ‘that was ages 




While his behaviour and style of detection may serve to alienate him from others, in ‘The 
Hounds of Baskerville’, Watson refers to Holmes’s ‘borderline Asperger’s’ as a means by 
which to explain his abrupt behaviour. Pathologising and naming the behaviour and linking 
it to a developmental disorder, actually serves to reinforce Holmes’s humanity rather than 
his alienation.  
Holmes’s lack of social skills drives the narrative almost as much as solving the 
crime does. In the first episode, ‘A Study in Pink’ ,  when the characters are being 
introduced, Holmes makes a number of correct observations about Watson; deducing that 
Watson is a war veteran, and is dislocated from his family, but fails to offer up any of his 
own personal information in the common way of enacting social discourse. This has the 
effect of disconnecting a character such as Holmes from normative daily practices, making 
him seem naïve, in comparison with his work partner, Watson, who appears to be a ‘man of 
the world’ and therefore, more ‘in the world’, than Holmes. These absences in behaviour, and 
disinterest in women could suggest a number of factors, such as divorce or asceticism, but 
other characters in the drama interpret the behaviours as homosexuality, Mrs Hudson, for 
example...?  
 
Mrs. Hudson: What d'you think then, Dr. Watson? There's another bedroom upstairs 
if you'll be needing two bedrooms. 
Dr John Watson: Of course we'll be needing two. 
Mrs. Hudson: Oh don't worry, there's all sorts around here. Mrs. Turner next door's 
got married ones. 
 
Lotz refers to this kind of narrative as ‘the mistaken gay identity plot’ but suggests that it’s in 
decline due to the elevation of the ‘bromance’. ‘The mistaken-gay-identity-plot- and the 
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negotiation of masculinity‘s hegemonic sexual identity that was at stake in it- has largely 
disappeared and has been replaced by bromantic portrayals that self-consciously announce 
the intimacy and heterosexuality of their characters’ (Lotz 2014: 157).  
Yet, arguably, ’the mistaken gay identity plot’ is still present in a text where the 
sexual identity of one of the characters is absent. When Watson is referred to as Holmes’s 
‘date’ by the owner of a restaurant they are in, and offers to bring a candle to the table as ‘it’s 
more romantic’,  Watson insists, hotly, that they are not on a date, implying heterosexuality, 
but Holmes neither challenges nor refutes this speculation that he might be gay. This 
reinforces Holmes’s ascetic identity whereas Watson’s protestations that he is not gay, a 
common theme throughout the series, reinforces his heteronormativity. Fear of being 
mistaken for being gay is for some men, highly problematic, and has been described as fear 
of being marginalised and of being powerless (Connell 1992; Kimmel 2008).  But there is 
evidence that some men are able to play with this aspect of their identity. For example,  
Bridges (2013) suggests that for men who identify as heterosexual, the term ‘gay’ might be 
adopted to describe practices which have been considered out of the remit of so-called 
‘proper’ masculinity, drinking wine instead of the more ‘masculine’ beer, for example. This 
allows some men to distance themselves from the restrictions of homosexual identity, while 
cherry-picking the ‘gay aesthetics’ (Bridges 2013). This suggests that traditional 
understanding of masculinity has become more fluid and the norms of hegemonic masculinity 
might have changed.  
 
Sherlock Holmes: I consider myself married to my work and while I am flattered 




Holmes being flattered by Watson’s interest in him raises the potential for Holmes’s sexual 
identity to be revealed (and reinforces his lack of social skills) but his sexual preferences 
remain vague, and he appears to be pansexual, open to be ascribed with sexuality of any 
kind. Being ‘married’ to work suggests a number of things about masculine identity. For 
many hegemonic males, their identities are defined through the job they do and their 
dominance in the workplace and the public sphere. When Connell (1992) refers to 
transnational business masculinity as being a form of hegemonic masculinity embodied as a 
businessman, he is someone who demonstrates success in a specific role, or field. Being 
married to work suggests a vocation rather than simply a job, which is implied 
through detection and reinforced as a masculine ‘calling’. Solitary detectives, 
wedded to their work, and removed from domesticity are not uncommon in 
popular culture, the eponymous Morse (John Thaw) in Inspector Morse (1987-
2000), for example. Thus, Holmes professes his disinterest in family and relationship 
matters, he is an emotional ascetic, and ‘dislocation from the domestic sphere, and being 
defined solely through work-related masculinity rather than family might mean that 
emotional investment can be avoided’ (Segal 1990: 96), and expertise at detection, honed.  
The capacity to wrestle with complexity until a conclusion is reached is what sets 
Holmes apart from other men which can be traced to his asceticism, and  is routinely tested 
by the women he encounters. In Sherlock Holmes (Ritchie, 2009), the character of Holmes is 
played in a likably swashbuckling manner by Robert Downey Jnr., who flirts outrageously 
with Rachel McAdams’ Irene Adler, and Jonny Lee Miller plays him as naïve and boyish, 
yet sexually experienced and willing, in Elementary. In Sherlock, we have a, possibly 
virginal, ascetic, set apart from everyone around him, who are all engaged in sexual 
relationships. Bragg hints at Holmes emerging as the aesthete: ‘Far from working against an 
impression of manliness, Holmes’s virginity is posed in such a way in “Scandal” as to 
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promote traditional ideas of nobility and romanticism by its equation with sacrifice and self-
control’ (Bragg 2007: 20). Cumberbatch plays Holmes as naïf, and there is much reference 
in the series to Holmes’s virginity. The constant references to Holmes’ sexual behaviours is 
echoed with Cumberbatch himself, who has been  regularly fetishized and scrutinized in 
print media and on the Internet.  Before marriage and fatherhood, Cumberbatch regularly 
professed his desire for children and discussed his relationships in the media (Eden 2010), 
which seems certain to make him alluring and a fantasy love object for audiences. Indeed, 
this incarnation of Sherlock Holmes seems extremely appealing to women, in particular, 
both fictional, from Molly Hooper (Louise Brealey) the pathologist, to Irene Adler the 
dominatrix, apparently willing to dispense with her gay sexuality for a night with him, and 
lastly, Janine, the jolly bridesmaid/PA - who appears to be in a close sexual relationship with 
him, and actual audiences, in the legions of fervent Cumberbitches and Cumberbunnies.  
Such is the level of fandom around the way that Cumberbatch plays Sherlock  
Holmes, that he is cast as an ‘original’, according to the fan author on one of the many 
websites dedicated to the art of Cumberbatch, despite displaying many of the characteristics 
of the character that Doyle created.   
He arrived and brought a fresh new take on the Sherlock Holmes character. We 
seem to love it so much that we no longer talk about any other interpretation or 
portrayal. We even forget to talk about the actual books written by Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle. Apparently, Benedict Cumberbatch’s name is starting to 
overshadow the Sherlock character. Suddenly, we expect every Sherlock 





As Sherlock is produced in long, filmic episodes and short series, the character of 
Sherlock Holmes emerges fully formed in this iteration, and allows for the process of 
individuation to occur between Holmes and Cumberbatch. In ‘His Last Vow’, when 
Holmes’s relationship with Janine appears to reach a sexual  peak, the writer’s again 
toy with the audience, and the spell of pansexuality is momentarily broken when 
Holmes appears to be heterosexual, interested in and attracted to women. Yet the 
relationship with Janine is unquestionably a chimera, as Holmes explains to an 
incredulous Watson, and is a means of getting close to her boss, criminal mastermind, 
Charles Augustus Magnusson (Lars Mikkelsen). But later, as Holmes has been shot by 
Mary Watson (Amanda Abbingdon) and is recovering in hospital, Janine hints at the 
possibility of a sexual relationship.  
 
Janine: Just once would have been nice! 
Sherlock Holmes: Oh, I was waiting ‘til we got married… 
 
And later, Janine suggests that Holmes’s heterosexuality is an affectation. 
 
Janine: You shouldn’t have lied to me. I know what kind of man you are. But we 
could have been friends.  
 
Knowing ‘what kind of man’ Holmes is, could have a number of connotations, that he is an 
ascetic or gay, for example, but a clear definition of who Holmes really is, in relation to his 
sexual identity and masculinity remains a paradox and is ambiguous. The ambiguity is 





Sherlock Holmes’s clothes are dark, with drab and muted colours, and he mainly wears a 
uniform of close-fitting, sombre suits in order to evade attention. Detectives in suits are 
not an uncommon sight on British television:  Lewis (2007—present) Luther 
(2010—2018), and Broadchurch  (2013—2017) all depict the man in the suit 
(and tie) as being the man in charge. Despite being on the fringes of a 
professional occupation, rather than  being an employee, Holmes still maintains 
the identity of a person in a job, but demonstrates an a scetic sensibility to 
clothing, and virtually wears the same clothes all the time.  
 
According to Sarah Arthur, the Consume Designer on Sherlock:  
 
Sherlock Holmes would not have any interest in fashion, so the decision 
was taken for him to dress in classic suits with a modern twist: narrow-leg 
trousers and a two-button, slim-cut jacket. The suits chosen were by 
Spencer Hart: contemporary with a slight period feel. He uses fine cloth 
which looks wonderful and sits perfectly. (Arthur no date) 
 
The implication here is that suits are not really part of fashion, which make them perfect 
for the ascetic anti-consumerism embodied by Sherlock Holmes. But the provenance of 
the clothes themselves belie the ascetic stance, perhaps the true ascetic’s clothes would 
be off the peg, high street, rather than bespoke Saville Row, and in the case of Sherlock 
Holmes’s Belstaff coat, regularly sold out as it is so popular. Hills argues that ‘Sherlock 
[…] is called upon to display values of quirky individualism and consumer taste’ (2015: 
324), and that he does so through his clothing, but Johnson refers to the wider consumer 
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values at stake in such a British, global representation, arguing that ‘the wardrobe of 
Sherlock […] represents a calculated portrayal of contemporary British identity that 
contributes to the United Kingdom’s global soft power in television as well as in 
fashion design’ (Johnson 2014: 125). The provenance of the clothes that all the 
characters wear, Moriarty, for example, wears Vivienne Westwood (Johnson 2014), 
suggests that they are chosen to sell Britain first, and Sherlock Holmes second. Even 
though Sherlock is now renowned for the elegance of the suits that Holmes wears, the 
intention behind them appears to be smart but functional and a reminder, above all, of 
the masculinity of Sherlock Holmes. As Hollander (2004) indicates, the suit represented 
a shift away from highly decorated clothing associated with femininity by the end of the 
eighteenth century,and it remains symbolic of masculinity today 
Arguably, the suits help Holmes avoid any reference to his sexuality by covering 
up his body; yet, they also simultaneously accentuate his slenderness and athletic build, and 
therefore, his appearance suggests a paradox. ‘Classic suits’ emphasise masculinity, and the 
idea of them being slim-cut reinforces the body of the ascetic who is disinterested in food. But 
simultaneously, the fitted nature of the suits suggests some interest in clothes and 
presentation of his body. Suits are therefore a contradictory item of clothing, as they: 
‘represent(s) individuality but due to its sheer popularity is an important collective form’ 
(Galilee 2002: 44). Holmes’s clothes reiterate his masculinity by demonstrating a disregard 
for consumerism, in which a lack of interest in fashion or trends is performed, but the 
popularity of them is a consequence of intertextuality. Johnson notes that there is no 
reference to ordinary clothing in Doyle’s writing, only that of disguise, but that we have 
come to understand Sherlock Holmes through his clothing, via the illustrations of Sydney 
Paget in the Strand Magazine (2014: 116). Moreover, we understand Sherlock Holmes the 
aesthete in Sherlock, considerably more than we do in either Robert Downey Jnr.'s 
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representation, or that of Johnny Lee Miller. In Elementary, Sherlock Holmes dresses like 
everyone else in 2012 New York, in Sherlock, even though his clothes are bespoke Saville 
Row, they are demure and anachronistic, in comparison to clothing worn by the other 
characters. This references a pre- consumer age when a lack of interest in clothing made the 
wearer seem ‘deep and profound’ (Miller 2010: 14), more of the mind, less of the body, and 
therefore ‘more’ masculine.   
Moreover, the lack of attention to clothes means that we read Holmes as a ‘cerebral’ 
person. What goes on in his mind, and the way in which he ‘detects’ is frequently 
represented visually using CGI, and interesting or quirky outfits (Doctor Who’s scarf, or 
bow-tie, for example) would detract both from the detection, and the technology. His mind 
is represented as if it is a technological tool, to be accessed like a computer, and here, 
Holmes appears to be an emotional ascetic, devoid of feelings, and a number of authors refer 
to the mind/body split as a feature in Sherlock Holmes (Coppa 2012; Bragg 2009). Many 
episodes of Sherlock play on the mind/body split and rely on Holmes’s physicality, 
from leaping between buildings, to fist fights and disarming people. Holmes’s body is 
honed like a weapon and he uses it as such. 
While Holmes dresses like a man who tries to evade personal attention, he also 
confounds this by striding around purposefully in a large coat. ‘He is a highly Romantic 
figure, almost Byronic with his flowing black hair, long coat’ (Coppa 2012: 211). Holmes’s 
Belstaff overcoat in Sherlock is his signature, and the coat references the Victorian 
frock coat of the past, working as a reminder of the transhistorical nature of Sherlock 
Holmes. The coat denotes gravitas, making Holmes seem larger than he is, and serves to 
differentiate him from the other, more contemporary-looking characters, such as Watson and 
Lestrade (Rupert Graves) who all wear coats which are noticeably shorter and made from more 
modish materials such as waxed cotton. Dressing like a detective and playing the part 
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of one, rather than actually being one, is also the theme of the American TV 
series, Angel (1999—2004). The character, Angel, also strides around purposefully in a 
large coat, which Abbott (2014) suggests demonstrates the ‘affectedness of Angel’s 
masculine identity’. Indeed, it seems as if the BBC version of Sherlock owes much to Angel 
(Abbott 2009), not least his spurious relationship to detection, from his coat, to his 
brooding manner, standing on the rooftops, looking over the city of London. In Angel, this 
seems to signify guardianship over the city of Los Angeles, and a duty of care to those 
within it, whereas in Sherlock, Holmes stands on the top of buildings in London as if he is 
searching for answers and seeking clues to crimes, and moreover, to demonstrate his 
superiority over others. 
As the outside world seems trivial to Holmes at times, another part of his uniform is 
pyjamas. On television, and in other contexts, wearing nightclothes might denote illness, but 
here it reinforces Holmes lack of interest in much of the outside world. Men are rarely seen in 
nightclothes on television, unless they are sleeping, and pyjamas appear as an older man’s 
form of clothing. Yet there are exceptions, the character of Arthur Dent (Simon Jones) from 
The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (Bell 1981) for example. Wearing pyjamas reinforces 
Dent’s confusion around where he is supposed to be, caught short in his nightclothes outside; 
a man in the wrong place at the wrong time, whereas in Sherlock, Holmes looks like an 
affectedly louche playboy in his silk pyjamas, and echoes both Victorian times and the early 
twentieth century male glamour of Noel Coward, rather than modernity and science fiction.   
The pyjamas also remind the audience that Holmes’s relationship with the outside 
world is sometimes tenuous and often problematic, so he prefers to stay inside. While 
domesticity might detract from a masculine identity, the way that 221b Baker Street is set 
out, the kitchen never used for cooking, but as a scientific laboratory – ‘are those human 
eyeballs’? and the fact the we seldom see Holmes eating or doing the things that people often 
23 
 
do at home, enjoying  television, for example,, the emphasis on science, lack of bodily 
actions, such as eating, drinking, and a disregard for popular culture or interest in the news 
and current affairs suggests someone with a higher calling or purpose.  
 
Intellect and Expertise: Brainy is the ‘New Sexy’ 
 
One of the main ways in which Holmes's masculinity is presented in this series is through a 
performance of hyper-intellect and expertise at deduction. This section outlines the 
configuration of Holme's expertise, the way in which this is linked to narcissism and 
reinforces his masculine profile.  Expertise is one of the factors which contribute to a sense 
of hegemonic masculinity and Connell (2000: 194) suggests that ‘technical expertise’ refers 
to the mastery of technology and that ‘the hegemony arises from mastery of and capacity to 
deal with complex technology or ideas’ (Duerst-Lahti 2014: 34). The dedication to wrestle 
with the complex is what sets Holmes apart from other men, which seems to be achieved 
through his ascetic lifestyle.   
Other interpretations of Sherlock Holmes depict him as a quick-witted, swashbuckling 
hero, as exemplified by Robert Downey Jnr. in Sherlock Holmes (2009) yet, in Sherlock, 
which has the luxury of time in which to introduce a range of complexities to Holmes’s 
character, there is greater focus on his talent at deduction rather than physical capabilities. 
Using a technique called the ‘mind palace’, a means by which to store information visually 
and then retrieve it, Holmes is able to access information in his mind like a computer. The 
consequence of asceticism and self-mastery over his emotions is evident in his brilliance at 
deduction and Sherlock Holmes, of course, is a geek. I have argued elsewhere that geek 
identity is defined as being able to apply a high level of expertise which goes beyond mere 
knowledge, which is often coupled with a chronic inability to engage with norms of social 
24 
 
interaction (Morgan 2014). This is now a common and acceptable form of masculine identity 
on television, and is embodied in a number of male television characters, including Sheldon 
Cooper, played by Jim Parsons, from the popular American sitcom, The Big Bang Theory 
(2007—present). Modern audiences are used to seeing men in positions of authority, 
explaining information which is often abstruse; evident in television programmes such as 
NCIS (2003) for example, and Doyle developed the character of Sherlock Holmes at a time 
when science and detection was a profoundly masculine enclave. The geekiness emerges 
from his ability at deduction and the pleasure he gets out of demonstrating his unique ability.  
 
Sherlock: I'm a consulting detective. Only one in the world. I invented the job. 
Watson: What does that mean? 
Sherlock: It means when the police are out of their depth, which is always, they 
consult me. 
Watson: The police don't consult amateurs. 
 
Watson is rightly sceptical of Holmes’s amateur status, and his real or supposed 
qualifications, which would reinforce his expertise, are not revealed until the third series; 
when we discover he is a trained chemist. The audience know he is not a qualified 
detective, but there is, anecdotally at least, evidence of his methods, however 
unconventional, having worked, and he is redoubtably successful. Holmes does not rely on 
qualifications for superiority; University education is implicit in his accent and knowledge. 
It is also clear that he doesn’t get paid for his contribution, therefore acquisition of money to 
demonstrate masculine hegemony is absent here, which instead is implied through culture 
and knowledge rather than economic capital (Howson 2004). Moreover, the unique and 
autonomous role of ‘Consulting Detective’ (Bragg 2009) means that Holmes transcends the 
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usual mores and stringencies of police work, such as paperwork and accountability, which 
allows for greater independence, focus, and, most importantly, honing his expertise at 
detection.  
Transcending the norms of employment and domesticity and working in a singular 
capacity means that Holmes’s narcissism is highly obvious from the outset.  ‘Narcissism and 
narcissistic identification both involve phantasies of power, omnipotence, mastery and 
control’ (Neale 1983: 5). The presence of narcissism is constant in Holmes, through his 
relentless derision and antagonism of the police, and moreover, in his own ascetic behaviour. 
Rather than appearing through sexual instincts (Freud 1991), the narcissism allows for greater 
engendering of hyper-superiority, which means he is often contemptuous of others: ‘Dear 
God, what is it like in your funny little brains? It must be so boring’. The suggestion that he 
can only truly love himself acts as a useful barrier to the audience’s knowledge of Holmes’s 
sexual  orientation. Moreover, the narcissism means that, although the concept of drug 
addiction is underplayed, the idea of Sherlock Holmes as a recreational drug user is couched 
in terms of his ability to be in control of the drugs he uses, rather than the other way round. 
Therefore the mastery needed to be in charge of the recreational drug use is another element 
which reinforces his masculinity rather than underplaying it.  
Moreover, the libido, which might drive the sexual impulse onto another person 
(Freud 1991), becomes transposed onto the job of working out who has committed a crime. 
The passion that Holmes displays when coming across a new crime is unmistakable: 
‘Brilliant! Yes! Four serial suicides and now a note! It’s like Christmas!’ Yet the languor he 
feels when there is no case is both palpable and destructive to his identity. His knowledge and 
expertise appear to be contingent on his ascetic lifestyle, and his expertise rather than his 
physical appearance makes him attractive to both Molly Hooper and Irene Adler, who both 





In this article, I have suggested that television series have  become the prime arena in which to 
explore nuanced and subtle forms of masculine identity, which can build and grow over time. 
This is exemplified in the BBC’s production of Sherlock which is an interpretation of the 
‘marginal, sexually-problematic figure’ (Bragg 2009: 4) that Arthur Conan Doyle conceived, 
and one which contemporary audiences, now equipped with a wealth of sophistication in 
terms of knowledge of sexual identitand intertextuality, can enjoy.   
The idea of asceticism in contemporary society seems to be concerned with 
rejection of food or drink in a bid to achieve a healthylooking body rather than diminished 
appetites in terms of sex. However, the lack of sexual discourse emanating from Sherlock 
Holmes raises questions as to his sexual identity, always present in Conan Doyle’s writing, 
and which position Holmes as ascetic. While this identity might well have appeared to be 
suspicious in the nineteenth century (Bragg 2004), in the twenty-first century, when 
audiences are ready to embrace different kinds of masculine behaviours, masculinity need not 
be predicted upon sexual prowess. In Holmes, we see a man who lives an ascetic life in 
terms of engagement with consumerism, clothing, the consumption of food and drink, 
and sex. Rather than asceticism contributing to subordinate masculinity (Connell 1992), 
aspects of Holmes’s masculinity are amplified, especially his predilection for exuding 
unabashed intelligence. Audiences therefore read him as a masculine figure, as his ability to 
deduce demonstrates his incredible expertise, which is part of the more traditional facet of 
masculinity. Moreover, his asceticism is defined in terms of self-mastery over bodily 
practises, which enables  him to transcend embodied appetites such as food and sex, and 
allows him apparent dominance over his drug use. The asceticism is tested by Irene Adler and 
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Janine, but only Janine appears astute enough to understand Holmes’s reluctance to engage in 
sexual activity. Arguably, the asceticism present in Sherlock is an example of the ways in 
which masculinity might be refigured for modern audiences, that of masculinity which does 
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